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For Sarah,
and this journey we’ve begun.


And he buried him in the valley of the land of Moab . . . but
no one knows his grave to this day.

—DEUTERONOMY 34:6
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Prologue

Beginning a Journey

The way one approaches a wilderness story is to fashion a quest.

—TIM CAHILL

Every journey, whenever and wherever it begins, has a before and an after.

In the moments before you begin a journey, you are something less: less complete, less aware, less developed, less sure of where you are going or what you will find. But you are also less jaded because you don’t know of all the dead ends ahead, less burnt from the days scorching beneath that black sun, less weary because you have not yet walked the hard rock road through those harsh deserts.

Afterward, you become something more: more aged from the years spent searching for whatever your heart needs, whatever made you begin this fool’s journey. More weary from the fretting of failure, from the glances at the map to ensure you are on a right path. But also maybe, if you are lucky, wealthier for the sunrises seen breaking over those serrated mountains and the new friends you’ve met along the way.

But can a person precisely point, as if on a map, to the origin of a true, transformative journey? Is there any proper beginning?

If there is a beginning to a journey, then this journey to find Edward Abbey’s hidden grave might begin on one sleepless night in 2008 as I walk again through my recently purchased house in Grand Rapids, Michigan. A year ago, I moved from northern Idaho to this metropolitan area with its 700,000 people. I left Idaho’s wild mountains and rivers for a career job in the city. Soon after arriving in Grand Rapids, I purchased a house, this house, and now I walk through it each night. And each night, this Craftsman house echoes emptiness and loneliness at me. This house reminds me that I am still single. This house makes me fret over having one job for the rest of my life, the rest of my life spent in one place—in this city, in this house.

Outside this house, the black of night has been washed away by evenly spaced streetlights casting their sodium vapor glow until these streetlights are this city’s only constellations. I’m a country boy, born in the ancient and broken hills of Pennsylvania. I came of age in the mountains of the West. For all my thirty-eight years, I’ve never learned cities. I don’t understand house upon house, long lines of traffic, buildings that block out the sun.

So my journey begins here, knowing I need to get out of the devastation that we call the city, out of this job we call a career. And what better way to break free of these emotional fences than to begin a journey, a sally, to hit the road, to hunt for something secreted so far away that it feels as if it is in terra incognita, beyond the edges of all the maps.

Or maybe the first small steps of this journey began during my senior year of college in 1994 when my best friend, Haus, introduced me to the writings of Edward Abbey. While reading Abbey’s seminal work, Desert Solitaire, in the backyard of my apartment, I learned to yell at the world about environmental degradation, to rage and love with passion, to hike deep into the deserts, any desert, and then hike deeper still. Abbey’s authorial voice was authentic, loud, belligerent. There was no bullshit, no fluff. You could either join him or hate him for his extreme stances on wilderness, immigration, population control, and monkey wrenching. Regardless, he told you exactly what he thought.

As I turned the pages in Desert Solitaire, which I repeatedly underlined and starred, I realized Abbey was different from my cliché image of a writer—a beret-wearing, cigarette-smoking, pretentious asshole. Abbey seemed like someone who might get drunk with me around a campfire and talk about his favorite trail. When I’d ask how to reach the trailhead, he’d point west and say, Over there. Thataway. Then he’d smirk.

Or my journey begins not with a definitive date but, as all journeys must, with the discovery of a mystery.

So this journey could have begun when I learned sometime in the late 1990s about Abbey’s mysterious burial. Abbey died in Tucson, Arizona, in 1989 at age sixty-two from internal bleeding. After his death, four friends transported his body to a desert. There, they illegally buried him in a grave hidden to all but his friends and family and those turkey vultures banking overhead. His friends laid a hand-chiseled basalt tombstone atop the grave. The stories tell us that the tombstone reads, “Edward Abbey. 1927–1989. No Comment.”

We know when Abbey died. We know where he died. We know how he died. But no one but those closest to Abbey knows where he is buried.

This journey is about the need to unravel, thread by thread, this mystery—to follow where those threads lead. It’s because humans need mystery, because a person like me, who has been sated on the wrong kinds of food (security and home ownership and a steady paycheck in the city), becomes hungry for something nourishing, something healthy, something real. Or maybe we are pulled by mystery like we are pulled by wilderness—that desire to enter self-willed lands.

Or maybe the journey begins in October 2011. Haus and I are still best friends after all these twenty years. Today, he and I wander into some massive desert that is not yet known to either of us. Until this visit, neither of us has ever uttered its name out loud. But we are in this desert and have already hiked many hot miles, scouring the land for what might be impossible to find—a hidden grave in the endless contours of the land. But the grave is here. It must be.

Where we search, the sun burns hot upon the land until all that the land can offer is saguaro cactuses and palo verde, and they both shimmer green. The rest of this land is crumbled rock. The rest of this world is thirsty dirt. The rest is merely dust. The rest is a sun that burns until even the rock turns black.

But if we have to choose a definitive beginning for this journey, then maybe it begins today, on an overcast Monday afternoon in August 2009 as I drive beside Crooked Creek, which languidly winds itself toward the slouching town of Home, Pennsylvania.

I’m venturing to Home to begin the long journey that will span almost two years as I try to locate Abbey’s desert grave. But of course I’m searching for more than just a hidden grave. Because what am I going to do with another man’s grave? Why would I care about another man’s grave?

Instead, I’m after the essence that people leave behind, the traces of themselves that linger upon the land. The essence of who Edward Abbey was remains out there, and I intend to find it, because maybe his essence, his secrets, can teach me how to best live my own finite days here in cities and in deserts, in lifetime jobs and in thirty-year mortgages.

So Home is where this journey begins.
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Searching Home

A city man is at home anywhere, for all big cities are much alike. But a country man has a place where he belongs, where he always returns, and where, when the time comes, he is willing to die.

—EDWARD ABBEY





	August 20

	Home, Pennsylvania





As I cross into Home, I study this Pennsylvania landscape for clues that will teach me about Abbey, his family, and the primordial hills that birthed him. If I can understand these things, untangle these clues, then hopefully I can figure out who Abbey was other than just a writer of my favorite books. Once I do this unraveling, I can begin to understand where he might have longed to slumber forever in our earth.

But before I begin piecing together clues to any mystery, I’ll explore Abbey’s home ground to see what I can discover. Then, in the months ahead, I’ll begin a long drive across America. I’ll head west to visit those southwestern towns and deserts Abbey called home. Along the way, I’ll interview his friends to hear their stories on this myth of a man. I’ll wander his wildernesses. I’ll visit his old universities. I’ll force myself to return to the cities he distrusted. All as a way to learn about this man who lived the way he wanted, who burned bridges and broke hearts and had his heart broken. In a quest to learn how I can live an authentic life, a life worth living.

And all this searching might teach me things I need to learn about surviving in the city, about keeping it all or throwing it all away, about adventure, friendship, the lust for passion, the need for mystery in our lives.

Home is small farms with barns of peeling red paint and corn growing tall in the fields. Cars rusted in the driveways and tractors rusted in the fields and huge trees in deep bloom casting afternoon shadows across it all.

As I drive these green hills that remind me of my own childhood home in eastern Pennsylvania, I reach the weary edge of what one might call downtown and spot a road sign honoring Abbey.

Edward Abbey—

Author and defender of wilderness,

most famous for his two books, Desert

Solitaire and The Monkey Wrench Gang.

Born in Indiana, Pa., in 1927, Abbey grew

up in and around the village of Home.

Although he moved to the western U.S.

in 1948, books such as Appalachian

Wilderness, The Journey Home, and The

Fool’s Progress describe his native

county, where he learned to love nature.

Abbey died in Tucson, Arizona, in 1989.

After reading the sign, I smile. I’m in the original Abbey Country, the land that created this vital American author and the landscape that birthed The Fool’s Progress, one of Abbey’s best books. I climb into my truck, a Ford F-150, and drive a few hundred yards to downtown, which is little more than the sleepy intersection of two roads anchored by a used car dealership, a gas station, and a post office. I stop at a nearby ice cream shop.

A teenage boy with a jock-neat haircut asks, “Hi, can I help you?”

“I saw the Edward Abbey sign outside of town. Do you know where he lived?”

“No, I don’t,” the boy says politely. “Sorry.”

“Did you learn about him in school?”

“The only things we learn about here are Jimmy Stewart and agriculture.”

“Do you know of any cemeteries around here?” I ask. I’m hoping to not just see where Abbey was raised but also to search for his parents’ grave. That way, this journey begins with a search for a grave and ends somewhere far away, also searching for a grave.

“There’s one up the road in Marion Center. It’s behind the high school on top of the hill.”

As I pull into Marion Center, I see shuttered businesses, locked doors, and For Rent signs hanging in cracked windows. I pass Marion Center High, where Abbey attended school in 1941, before reaching the Marion Center Cemetery. Years ago, I attended a literary conference where an Abbey expert told me a little-known fact: “Abbey’s family grave is in Home, PA, beside a Lightcap grave. That’s where Abbey got the idea for naming his main character from The Fool’s Progress—Henry Holyoak Lightcap.”

Halfway through the cemetery, I spot a Lightcap grave. I do a little wiggle-dance because I’m about to find Abbey’s family’s grave, and if I can find their grave so quickly then just maybe I can find Abbey’s grave. After two years stuck in the city, stuck in the rut of mundane life, I need something to look forward to. But no matter where I search, I find no Abbey tombstone. And after walking the rest of the cemetery, I realize that the Lightcaps have a big presence in this region—there are ten Lightcaps buried here, but not one Abbey tombstone.

At a nearby Presbyterian church, I ask the pastor, “I’m looking for a family who is buried around here. The Abbeys. Are they in this cemetery?” Abbey’s mom was a Presbyterian while Abbey’s dad was a non-church-going Industrialized Workers of the World member, a Wobbly.

The pastor rubs his hand over his shaved head and says, “I’m new here. Don’t know of the Abbeys, but I did find my relatives in there.”

With no other idea where to continue my search, I drive fifteen miles south to Indiana University of Pennsylvania. Abbey spent his first year of college here in 1947–1948 before transferring to the University of New Mexico, where he spent the rest of his academic career. At the library, I speak to a reference librarian nearing retirement, his hair just wisps of gray.

“I’m looking for information on Edward Abbey. Do you have anything?”

“I saw Ed Abbey speak here many years ago,” the librarian says, possibly referring to April 1983 when Abbey was named an “IUP Ambassador.” The librarian continues, “He wore a big, wild western suit with a ten gallon cowboy hat.” With that, the librarian sends me to the special collections room where they store the Edward Abbey collection.

After twenty minutes of searching, another librarian shrugs her shoulders. “We can’t find any of our Abbey stuff. Sorry.”

Disappointed with all the dead ends, I find a nondescript hotel in Indiana. At 10:00 p.m., my friend Steve Coughlin arrives at the hotel. Home serves as Coug’s midway point on his way to visit his girlfriend in Arkansas. Coug, an Abbey lover like me, will join me tomorrow as I search for Abbey’s family’s grave.

Come morning, Coug and I drive into Home. We stop at Pikel’s Universal Auto Repair and Gas Station. While Coug pumps gas, I walk into a store that was last renovated during the Iranian Hostage Crisis. The owner, sitting at the cash register, is deep into his eighties. It takes me a moment to realize that the owner is around Abbey’s age if Abbey hadn’t died so young. It’s a startling thought.

I try to envision Abbey as an eighty-year-old. Stooped over, hard of hearing, his hair faded to almost nothing. The image never sticks. Instead, I keep seeing those iconic images of Abbey just years before his premature death. In them, Abbey, in his late fifties, has brown bangs falling into his face, eyes that squint as if from years of staring into the sun or into heartbreak, a shock of gray beard that squares off his face, and skin that is red and weathered from years of desert.

I also try, but fail, to imagine Abbey staying in Home his entire life like this gas station owner. Perhaps working the nearby family farm, a farm that produced little besides hardship and poverty. Perhaps running off to Pittsburgh to work in a factory, which is something Abbey did for a short period in the early 1940s. I imagine him remaining at the factory. Giving up writing. Returning to Home most weekends to visit his future wife . . .

But I can only shake my head. There is nothing within the ethos of Edward Abbey that would allow him to live in one place, to remain rooted, to follow the status quo rather than to fight against injustices. If his parents were still alive, I might ask them, Was he like this from his childhood? Always searching for the next thing to love, the next place to wander?

Instead, I turn to the gas station owner. This man, with liver spots spread across his face, sits on a stool, his head down, one hand sheathed in a brown gardening glove, pushing around nickels, dimes, and quarters, counting random change. I bring a bag of chips to the counter. The owner doesn’t look up, just takes my dollar and pushes back change with his garden-gloved hand.

“Hi, I saw the sign outside of town that mentioned Edward Abbey used to live here.”

“Ed,” the owner mumbles, “I think he lived in Chambersville. The Abbeys, though, they’re all gone.”

At a nearby restaurant, our waitress, a stocky woman, mid-fifties, with curly gray hair, takes Coug’s and my order. As she returns with our drinks, I say, “Do you know anything about the local author, Ed Abbey?”

“I sure don’t,” she chirps over her shoulder as she cleans up a nearby table.

Yesterday, I drove four hours just to visit the birthplace of Abbey, one of America’s most important environmental writers. Coug drove down from Boston to do the same thing. Yet, I mutter to Coug, students who live beneath the same trees that Abbey read beneath and near the same baseball fields on which he played have never heard of him. They have no idea about this anarchist philosopher and author of twenty-one books who grew up in their hometown.

“And yesterday,” I say emphatically, “I passed the Jimmy Stewart Airport and the Jimmy Stewart Museum down the road in Indiana. There’s even a goddamn Jimmy Stewart statue,” I mutter.

“Jimmy Stewart is so revered around here yet barely anyone remembers Abbey,” Coug says. “There’s only the one road sign. Abbey was not only a great writer, but he also shaped the environmental movement,” Coug argues to no one in particular. “What did Stewart do?” Coug asks before letting his Boston accent rise as he says, “Abbey inspired the creation of Earth First!.”

Deflated, I ask our waitress, “Do you know of any cemeteries besides the one in Marion Center?”

“Have you been to Washington Cemetery?”

Twenty minutes later, Coug and I drive a meandering road past red barns and cabbage and cornfields to a simple white Presbyterian church. Above the church, on the gentle slope of a hill, rests a swath of scattered tombstones, many old and weathered.

Though Coug needs to leave for Arkansas soon, I long to drag out this search because I’m terrified of quiet urban weekends back in Grand Rapids. I’ve never lived a city life before and haven’t figured out how to yet. I’ve been raised on grand adventures. On slot canyons. On cold winds blustering high mountain peaks. Even failing to find these graves today, even complaining about Abbey-ignorant locals, I’m more alive here than any week back in the city. So possibly I want this journey to last forever because I want something to shatter the routine and because I might need something like an all-or-nothing proposition. And what can be more all-or-nothing than the search for a hidden desert grave?

“How much time you got?” I ask as I look at the thousand randomly placed headstones. I pray that Coug will say, A lifetime.

“Maybe fifteen minutes.”

Ten minutes in, I find a Lightcap grave. I pause, my heart beating. I scan every tombstone, looking for the word Abbey etched into granite. Like yesterday, I don’t find any.

But I repeatedly notice the last names of my classmates from Riverton, my hometown, which sits just four hours east of here—Barr, Flick, Fleck, Kunkle, Wentzel, Weaver, Nagy, Palmer, Rowe, Rising, Miller, and Black. This cemetery is a glimpse into the future, to when my name will join the names of my eastern Pennsylvania friends—when I’ll be nothing but a spirit wandering the earth and a decomposing body nourishing the soil.

Staring at these graves adorned with all those names from my town of Riverton, I cannot help but speculate forty years into the future to when I’m eighty-six years old. I imagine myself in my house, in bed, coughing—the slow dying has spread to my lungs, or maybe to my heart. Yes, to my heart. In these last moments—it will be evening and the sky will have faded pink—I will reflect on my long life and how I met a nice woman to marry and how the mortgage had been paid off. I will think to summer days cutting grass on Saturdays and Sunday trips to Lake Michigan with the wife and kids.

As my eyes flutter toward the final time, I will inventory what I’ve given up: unruly mountains covered in snow till June, Colorado wildflowers chest high in July, a community of friends gathered at the Gunnison Brewery to talk about the next harebrained idea. Let’s paddleboard the Black Canyon, one of us says. The rest of us nod. What have we got to lose?

Back in the cemetery, I wonder if, like Abbey, I need the West in order to breathe deeply and to dream magnificently.

Moments later, I locate another Lightcap grave—my excitement rising and then falling when I find no Abbeys. I look at my watch. Coug needs to leave. He’s already late for the road. But he walks, gazing at tombstones, his sweat-stained Red Sox hat upon his head, his baggy jeans held up only by a belt.

I focus on these graves, checking tombstones I know are too old. Some from the Revolutionary War. With twenty graves remaining in my half of the cemetery, I find a fifth Lightcap. This tombstone is as far west as a griever can go without wandering into wild brush. From this wild edge, I spot a distant farm—corn running in perfect Pennsylvania rows on the slant of a hillside. I wish these scattered tombstones were as linear as those rows of corn, which I can taste—boiled, buttered, and salted like my mother always makes.

I search to the north of this Lightcap grave. A patch of manicured grass waits to welcome some not-yet-deceased soul to the earth. To the east are the graves I’ve already searched. The west is the border between cemetery and brambles. To the south, just uphill from this Lightcap grave, sits a gray stone, low and slanted. Three first names—Paul, Mildred, and John—are etched into the marble. Across the top, beside chiseled ornate flowers, is a single name: Abbey.

I breathe in. I breathe out. I break into a wild grin, the sort of grin I wear at three in the morning when I am running high and fast on beer and booze. I’ve found Abbey’s family’s grave. And that means I’ve officially begun this journey in search of Abbey’s grave. I’m committed now to those dark spots on the map.

And this, this is where the journey begins.
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The Abbey Family Grave

I dream of a country church in Appalachia, painted white, shaded by giant white oaks. There is a graveyard on the hillside nearby, most of the headstones at least a century old. Some of the graves are marked with rusted iron stars and standards that carry the shafts of tiny, faded American flags. The stars bear the initials G.A.R. Grand Army of the Republic. Roots and branches of the family tree.

—EDWARD ABBEY





	August 21

	Home, Pennsylvania





The world is quiet and still in Washington Cemetery as I call to Coug, “Found it!”

Coug looks up, takes off his Red Sox hat, wipes his forehead of summer sweat, and walks toward me. We stand in front of the Abbey family grave, both knowing this piece of granite means nothing to the larger world. Abbey isn’t buried here, and he probably only stood here once, to put his mother Mildred to rest back in November 1988. After his mother’s funeral, Abbey wrote in his journal, “About a hundred people standing about. A chill and windy day, scattered clouds, cold sunshine. We cried.”

For long moments, Coug and I stand quietly beside the grave. There is only the rustling of verdant leaves until Coug breaks the silence. I’m nervous he’ll say he needs to leave for Arkansas. Instead he says, “Abbey’s why I moved west for grad school. I know I’ll move west again. Because of his writing.”

I didn’t move west because of Abbey. As an eighteen-year-old, I moved to Colorado without having ever read any of his twenty-one books. But after I discovered him, Abbey offered me ways to view the West, shaped me into an environmentalist, taught me about voice and passion on the page and in life. Abbey’s been a sort of mentor, a man I’ve never met but still accidentally followed to places he lived and worked and played—Arches and Canyonlands and Grand Canyon National Parks, Dead Horse Point State Park, Lake Powell, Taos, Santa Fe, and Albuquerque, White and Dark Canyons, the Colorado and the Green Rivers, and Moab.

Through Abbey, I found a mythological version of the West and a new, more complete version of myself. Maybe that’s why I’m walking this cemetery in Home—trying, after too long in the city, to rediscover that lost version of myself. I remember a man who looked just like me, a man who spent his days backcountry skiing northern New Mexico and backpacking Colorado and hiking grizzly country in Alaska and skinny dipping at 3:00 a.m. in the Delaware River.

When did I veer from Abbey’s map? It is an honest question asked to the humid Pennsylvania air.

At Abbey’s family grave, the names on the rock face east, toward Home, so Coug and I—and Abbey when he stood here—gaze west. I can’t help but imagine Abbey—tall and bearded and slope-shouldered—burying his mother so soon before his own death. Possibly worrying about his own failing health. Wondering if he’d live into his eighties as his mother did. Possibly longing to be done with this sad work, to return to those canyons and arches where he could grieve alone. Maybe comforted by the familial sights of small-town Pennsylvania around him.

In The Journey Home, Abbey wrote, “I longed for the warm green hills of Pennsylvania, . . . the sulfurous creeks and covered bridges, the smoky evenings rich with fireflies; I thought of the winding red-dog road that led under oak and maple trees toward the creaking old farmhouse that was our home, . . . where my father and mother sat inside in the amber light of kerosene lamps, . . . waiting for me. I was sick for home.”

Coug and I stare at the dividing line, which rests just ten feet away, where cemetery grass meets wild thickets. I extend my gaze from those brambles to the valley floor and the snaking road below before slowly raising my eyes to the cornfield on the far hill. I stare past the corn until I look to the edge of the horizon, where the final Pennsylvania hill meets the sky.

I stare past everything except the great expanse of sky, a perfect summer blue. Then I see (at least in my mind) the General Electric refrigerator factory in Erie where Abbey worked in 1948. I hear the clanking and slamming of industry.

My mind’s eye peers west to the seared Kansas landscape, the one-hundredth meridian—the dividing line between here and there. I stare further west until I see some massive, remote, barren, and burnt desert. With eyes squeezed shut, the world is sandstone canyons, tall and leaning cacti, serrated mountains running north to south. It is a suffering desert where only the resilient survive, and sometimes even they die. In this landscape, my tongue is fat from dehydration. My scalp and neck sunburned. Cactus needles hang from my calves. Small rivulets of blood stain my legs like badges of honor.

I open my eyes to the weathered green hills of Pennsylvania, to this old hillside cemetery, to the blanketing oaks and maples, to the red-dog roads of Home.

Without saying a word, with Coug merely nodding, it’s time to go. We each have long drives ahead.
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Headed North

The campground, as I’ve said, is only half full. But that means only half empty. For Jack and me that’s not enough; we want to camp in the outback for chrissake, the primitive country, the wild.

—EDWARD ABBEY





	March 31

	Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore





It’s been eight months and one long Michigan winter of snow and rain since Coug and I stood before the Abbey family tombstone. Now, at the end of March, temperatures rocket into the seventies. Beneath this hot sun, I begin my second journey in search of Abbey, though not yet to Abbey’s West of mountains and deserts. Instead, I pack my Osprey pack and drive north to Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore.

Michigan seems a strange place to search for Abbey since I’ve heard not one whisper of Abbey in this mitten-shaped state. But at least until the school year ends, I’m stuck here, so I’ll search the best I can. For now, that means I’ll search for the emotional core of Abbey. I begin today’s search by fleeing a city, which is something that Abbey repeatedly did—fleeing New York City, fleeing Albuquerque, fleeing Hoboken, fleeing Tucson.

I drive my F-150 hard and fast and alone up MI-131, abandoning the sprawl that barely can hem in its 700,000 people. After twenty minutes, the city breaks apart. First the tall buildings. Then the strip malls. Then cheap motels. The six-lane highway turns into a two-lane road running due north. The road quiets. My grip on the steering wheel relaxes.

I flee the city today not just because I don’t understand how to live within a city, but also so I can quietly study the ideas of mystery and disappearance by reading the journals and letters of Everett Ruess. Ruess was a nature writer in the 1930s who, like Abbey, disappeared with little trace. Maybe if I study Ruess’s life and mysterious death, I can learn about Abbey’s life and burial.

Three hours later, I turn off MI-22 north onto a rutted dirt road. I park at the trailhead to White Pine Backcountry Campground, throw on my pack, and begin the mile hike in. Surrounding me is a stunted forest of white and jack pines, white and black spruces, and balsam fir that all remind me of the krummholz growing near tree line in Colorado.

After a half hour of hiking, I reach White Pine Campground, a front-country-style camp set fifteen minutes from Lake Michigan. There are six camp spots, each with a metal fire ring and a tent pad. But I didn’t drive three hours to camp in a maintained campground a quarter of a mile from Lake Michigan. So I hike off trail toward lakeshore. Once trees give way to dunes, I veer into the forest, find a deer trail, and sneak up a dune until I find a camping spot fifty feet from the lake.

The dunes here, which look strikingly similar to the dunes of Colorado and New Mexico, undulate like the waves of Lake Michigan. I choose a trough between two crests. If I stand up, I can gaze down upon the lake. If I lie down, I am hidden to everyone walking the beach. It may be an illegal camping spot, but I can hear that pause between waves breaking on shore. And I get the solitude I need, the quiet from city life. Abbey, in his essay “Desert Images,” was correct when he wrote about sand dunes: “Sand and beauty. Sand and death. Sand and renewal.”

Once unpacked, I grab my book—Everett Ruess: A Vagabond for Beauty—and walk to the lakeshore. It’s time to begin understanding the need of men like Ruess and Abbey to venture into the dark corners of the map, to retreat from the world, to disappear for days or weeks or, in the end, forever.

Along the shoreline, I find a piece of driftwood—a patina-colored log—and lean back against it, my book in my lap. From here, I look west across Lake Michigan. The view of the lake stretches for what seems like forever, but it is just six miles until the bend of the horizon steals my view of the lake. If I could smooth the world flat, I’d see Green Bay, Wisconsin, on the other side of Lake Michigan, but that thought confuses me since so much here seems to fit the Desert Southwest more than the Midwest. The dunes, the solitude, the stunted trees, the remote camp spot.

But this cannot be the Desert Southwest. Lake Michigan is so massive before me as to appear more ocean than lake. I think to those reservoirs of the West. Utah and Arizona’s Lake Powell pales in size to Lake Michigan. Powell has 266 square miles of surface water. Lake Michigan offers 22,440. Plus, this beautiful lake is natural: it was made ten thousand years ago in the wake of retreating glaciers that carved massive depressions into our earth, which then filled with meltwater. Lake Powell was created by the dirty hands of men. I’ve stood before Lake Powell, a reservoir that Abbey hated. In Slickrock, Abbey wrote that Glen Canyon Dam was “perhaps the biggest single act of vandalism ever committed by the government of the United States against the people of the United States.” He was correct.

Standing on the lakeshore, looking west, I think of this coming summer. I’ve got a plan etched upon a mental map. When school lets out in a month, I’ll beeline to Colorado, kicking up dust until I end at my mountain cabin. Then I’ll drive in a looping circle through the Desert Southwest: Durango to visit Abbey’s friend and editor, David Petersen; Santa Fe to visit Abbey’s old best friend, Jack Loeffler; Albuquerque to see where Abbey lived for so many years; and southeastern Utah to meet Ken Sleight, aka Seldom Seen Smith from The Monkey Wrench Gang, and to visit Abbey’s longtime home in Moab. In October, once the temperature drops, I’ll take a week break from teaching to visit Tucson where Abbey died. And I hope to interview Doug Peacock, Abbey’s friend and the model for Abbey’s most famous literary character, George Washington Hayduke.

Then I’ll organize my clues and see if I can find Abbey’s grave, a grave that (as far as I know) has never, in the twenty-one years since Abbey’s death, been discovered by anyone but Abbey’s friends and family.
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